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Foreword

THE PARTICULARITY OF NATURE knows no end, and it is the admiration of all of us who tend to see the natural world clothed in generalities. I write about nature often, and yet it always feels like a summing up to me — never close enough to the hair and skin, to the bark and soil. I reserve a special envy for the naturalists and writers who dwell among the particulars, who come back from the field scratched and bloodied with precise knowledge of how things are out there. Thoreau is the great model here. It is vastly easier to grasp his literary achievement than it is to judge the accuracy and the particularity of his observations of the natural world. Most of us know what a metaphor looks like, after all, but not, as he did, the right kind of day for finding arrowheads.

This book, Wild Moments, exemplifies that kind of particularity. In the past couple of decades, Ted Williams has made a distinguished name for himself as an environmental reporter, someone who can be counted on to take his readers deep into the struggle to preserve a vestige of this planet’s natural diversity and integrity. To some writers, environmental reporting is just another beat — a place where organizations, institutions, personalities, politics, and money collide, much as they do in almost any realm of human activity. What underlies Ted’s reporting, what gives it its pressing value to us, is his profound engagement with the natural world.

Wild Moments is a book of pure perception, a work in which the observer’s presence has been distilled into nothingness, leaving only the world — the moment — that he has seen. This book is a collection of those moments, grouped by seasons. The movement of time is the current flowing through these brief essays of witnessing. And yet the clarity of Ted’s focus — his ability to capture, say, the dance of craneflies during a winter warm spell — stops time in its tracks again and again. What emerges is a vision of how complex time really is in the natural world, how it pools and eddies and spills away from day into day, season into season.

You may come away from Wild Moments feeling that somehow Ted Williams is both ubiquitous and omniscient. What he is, really, is intellectually omnivorous. His range is almost as broad as the range of the snapping turtle — “from the hills of Colorado to the salt marshes of the Atlantic and from Nova Scotia south to Ecuador.” He is as happy taking us into the intimacies of insect life — the mating strategy of the male dragonfly, for instance — as he is explaining the inexplicable Gila monster. And though the native country of this book is the woods of the northeastern United States — or perhaps it just seems that way because that’s where I live — Ted Williams is a native wherever nature is, and that, of course, is nearly everywhere.

The cardinal virtue of most good naturalists is patience. But most naturalists are far more patient with nature than they are with people. One of the most appealing traits of Wild Moments is its unhurried practicality. There is poetry here — a poetry of observation and language. But in each of these brief essays, Ted also makes room for us to stand beside him. He’s eager to make sure we know where to look, and he gives us projects to make sure we find what he knows we’ll find. His version of nature is one to be shared, to be examined together. “Pick apart some cattail seedheads,” he says, and I can feel myself getting out of my chair and walking across the hillside to a spring-fed pond where cattails grow.

VERLYN KLINKENBORG


Preface

“EARTH ALMANAC” — originally entitled “Earth Calendar” — is a seasonal natural history column that I have had the great pleasure of writing for Audubon magazine since October 1997, when it was conceived and assigned to me by then editor Roger Cohn. For an investigative environmental reporter who mucks around in political dirt during most every working day there can be no tonic more refreshing than climbing out of the trenches and, for one fleeting week, celebrating the beauty and magic of nature. Writing about experiences afield is a way of reliving them. I get to do it all twice.

I am convinced that these regular retreats into what is pure and clean and right with the world have made me a better environmental reporter because they have reminded me of what’s at stake and what I’m fighting for. They also have reminded me that the crusade for healthy, native ecosystems is far from hopeless and that good news abounds. As you read this book, pay careful attention to the many species that have recovered from desperate trouble or that continue to do well or at least hold their own in a world in which the general assumption is that everything has gone to hell. Even now, as I reread the manuscript, I find the good news remarkable and uplifting.

These victories are more than isolated events. They result from new ways of thinking and new ways of responding to wildlife emergencies. Together, they prove that humans can undo the damage they’ve done and restore the planet. What’s more, they indicate that humans can yet prove themselves to be a successful species by living in harmony with their own habitat and with other life forms. Maybe if we can save gray whales and striped bass, we can save ourselves. I like to think that “Earth Almanac” has helped bring a balance to all my writing and to Audubon magazine, and I hope that it has provided and will continue to provide sustenance to a campaign I’ve been part of since 1970 and that I now believe will be won.

Like all magazine writers, I am frequently obliged to undertake the painful task of copy cutting, especially when trying to fit my words to the two-page, lavishly illustrated “Earth Almanac” spread. In all cases where deletions were dictated by space limitations I have restored the original text. Therefore the essays in this volume, Wild Moments, contain considerable material that is previously unpublished.

I have done my best to be scientific and precise, but at the same time, tried to avoid clinical dissection, dryness, and above all, scientific jargon. Having worked with and for biologists, I understand the risk of anthropomorphizing wildlife, and I have avoided it where possible. But sometimes it is not possible, a fact biologists tend to forget. Humans and wildlife (particularly our fellow mammals) are not so dissimilar as we like to suppose; we share many characteristics — the urge to play, for example. Biologists have proclaimed that “playfulness” in wild canids, ungulates, bears, cats, mustelids, and rodents is merely practice for serious adult activity, such as battles over territory and social hierarchy. This may be true, but from my observations in the wild, I have no doubt that sometimes playfulness is just playfulness. That is, wild animals — like humans — play to have fun. Consider the essay “Winter Games” in which I report the following: “An otter will pluck a pebble from the bottom of a river or lake, surface with it, drop it, swim under it, catch it on its forehead, flip and turn back to the surface with the pebble still in place, then start the game anew.” Now what useful activity could otters possibly be “practicing” with this game? Swimming agility? I doubt it. They need this exercise about as much as professional baseball players need T-ball sets. Otters, like lots of other creatures including us, simply enjoy sport. To deny this fact is not only unscientific, it diminishes wildlife and the wonder of nature.

I have strenuously avoided anything more than quick references to the human-caused threats faced by the species I write about. From the outset I was convinced that this column wasn’t the place for “calls to action.” They belong in the “Incite” column I do for Audubon and in columns and features I do for Fly Rod & Reel, Mother Jones, and other publications. A straight diet of exposés and activism is a prescription for burnout. I wanted the “Earth Almanac” column to be a refuge, not just for myself, but for my readers. I have always seen these essays as a chance to take a breather, chill out, count inventory, and, especially, enjoy.
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THE “DEAD OF WINTER” is an oxymoron. Never is winter “dead”; it only looks that way to those who don’t get out into it. Snow is not sterile; it sustains complicated ecosystems from algae that live on its surface, to algae-grazing springtails that burrow up from forest duff by day, to ruffed grouse that roost in it, to the chubby-faced meadow voles that scamper through it. Each time you venture into winter you’ll discover something new and improve your looking skills. But if you go out for the express purpose of “viewing” wildlife, you’re apt to be disappointed. Wildlife doesn’t behave this way. At any season, but especially now, it has a way of presenting itself only when you least expect it and rarely in great quantity. So keep your expectations modest. A realistic goal is one notable sighting per expedition — perhaps not a living thing, but a sign of one: Wing marks in the snow and a drop of blood or a feather pile where a raptor has nailed a small mammal or bird; foot and belly tracks of frolicking otters; moose scat where no one thought moose should be, now that they’re invading suburbia; regurgitated, bone-filled pellets around a raptor roosting tree; sawdust-like dung and quill bits at the entrance of a porcupine den; deer hair on barbed wire; fox scat perched on stones; the hooting (more like bassoon tooting) of nesting great horned owls, incubating eggs even when temperatures drop below
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“The clarity of Ted’s focus — his ability
to capture, say, the dance of craneflies
during a winter warm spell — stops time
in its tracks again and again.”

— from the Foreword by

\
VERLYN KLINKENBORG \
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